Sensory receptor sensitivity in autistic children: response times to proximal and distal stimulation.
On the basis of behavioral observation, it has been postulated that autistic children prefer proximal (touch, taste) to distal (sight, hearing) sensory modalities. To assess this systematically, autistic children's simple response times were measured with auditory, visual, and tactile stimulation. Children were studied for up to 25 sessions of 40 trials with each modality. Response times were significantly related to mental age. Autistic children's responses were significantly slower than normal children's. However, autistic children and normal children had the same pattern, fastest responding to auditory stimuli and slowest responding to tactile stimulation. Autistic children's preference for proximal stimuli probably reflects a continuation of immature behavior rather than a basic disturbance in sensory receptor sensitivity.